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 In the history of the Christian Church, Martin Luther（1483-1546）participated in the Reformation. 
A monk, scholar, and theologian, Martin Luther challenged the institutional church of his time on a 
number of issues including the relationship of faith and works, monastic vows, and Christian vocation.
 Luther spent most of his life in what is now northern Germany, but the impact of his writings 
and theological thought affected events in many parts of Europe. He continues to be a significant 
ﬁ gure in theology because of his articulate and impassioned arguments on fundamental theological 
thought aﬀ ected events in many parts of Europe. He continue to be a signiﬁ cant ﬁ gure in theology 
because of his articulate and impassioned arguments on fundamental theological, biblical, and ecclesial 
matters that shaped the theologies of those who followed him.
 Luther lived during a turbulent time in church history; political and social changes were tearing 
apart the fabric of the medieval synthesis of church and state. Emerging nation-states and power city-
states challenged the power of the papacy and the old feudal system. The ordinary Christian was 
caught in a world recovering from the plague, beset by crop failures, surrounded by reminders of 
death, unsure of their salvation, and facing a God that needed to be appeased. People were searching 
for comfort, direction, and meaning in a world of menace, chaos, and fear as signiﬁ cant social political, 
and economic change took place in Europe. The emergence of popular piety seen in pilgrimages, 
adoration of relics, construction of churches and chapels, veneration of saints, and the like point to the 
uncertainty of the times.1 One of the theological concepts that Luther reinterpreted was vocation. In 
Luther’s time, vocation was understood primarily in terms of the monastic ideal, limited to those who 
had a special call from God and were set apart from the rest of the population. Historically, men and 
women who were “called” into this way of life participated in some way in a community marked by 
vows of poverty, obedience, and chastity. A special status was accorded to those who were called in 
this way, and even though, in many parts of the Christian world of the time, these vows were largely 
ignored, the privileges of this special status were used to enhance the power and wealth of the 
church and its leaders.2
 Vocation, from the Latin, “vocation”, to call, is a term with its own rich history in the Christian 
tradition. Through his writings and sermons, Luther examined the tradition and oﬀ ered a reworking 
of vocation as a result of his personal experience, study, political and social location, challenging the 
1 William R. Estep, Renaissance and Reformation（Grand Rapid, MI: William B. Eerdmanns Publishing Co., 1986）, 110 
and Howard Clark Kee et al., Christianity: A Social and Cultural History 2nd ed.,（Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice 
Hall, 1998）, 258-263.
2 See Gonzalez, The Story of Christianity, vol.2, 7 and Steven Ozment, The Age of Reform, 211-212, for a brief discus-
sion of the abuses of the church at the time of the Reformation. 
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church and the dominant understanding of vocation. His views on vocation developed over time as he 
dealt with the many challenges of being a parish pastor, teacher, and scholar. Vocation, for Luther, 
became an expression of one’s faith and a living out of God’s purposes in the daily life and work of 
Christian. Arguing against specialized vocations and monastic vows, Luther broadened vocation to 
include service to God and neighbor in everyday situations. No longer were those who were “called” 
considered a special class. Rather, all who were baptized were priests before God. This was a radical 
shift in how vocation had been understood historically and theologically.
 In this thesis, I explore two major theological themes that informed Luther’s perspective on 
vocation: justiﬁ cation by grace through faith and its relationship to works and providence. Justiﬁ cation 
by grace through faith is commonly understood to be Luther’s personal faith statement and great 
contribution to the Reformation. I argue that in understanding the connections among justiﬁ cation, 
faith, and works, we gain a greater appreciation for Luther’s understanding of Christian vocation as 
an expression of one’s faith relationship with God, centered in Jesus Christ, and shown in service to 
one’s neighbor. 
 How Luther viewed Christian vocation in relationship to creation and providence has been and 
still is controversial. Luther’s concept of the general social order, the role of women, and his two 
governments theory has generated a great deal of scholarly debates and study over the last five 
hundred years. I argue that while much of what Luther wrote about the relationship between 
creation, providence, and vocation is influenced by Luther’s historical location, it is important to 
understand the bigger picture of Luther’s worldview. A person’s vocation is intimately connected 
with the plans of God the Creator for God’s ongoing creation.
 There are similarities between Luther’s time and our time that caused Christians, then and now, 
to raise meaningful questions about their place in the world and relationship to God. Exploring these 
motifs provides a broad connection to Luther’s theology across the centuries. In the ﬁ nal section of 
this thesis, I discuss several theological concepts retrieved from Luther that provide a foundation for 
developing a contemporary concept of vocation for adult learners.
   
Faith and Works
 Vocation, in Luther’s thought, was living one’s faith in service to God and neighbor.It was 
intimately connected to how Luther understood justiﬁ cation, which in turn informed Luther’s view of 
the relationship between faith and works. Justification by grace through faith became the central 
organizing principle for Luther’s theology. From this core conviction Luther argued against the 
specialized vocations of monks and nuns. He broadened vocation to include the everyday lives of all 
Christians, who were engaged in worthwhile work at all levels of society, carrying out their God 
given responsibilities in ministry to God and neighbor. 
 Luther struggled for years to understand the basis on which any person could stand before an 
angry and righteous God. How can a person be reconciled to a just and powerful God? What happens 
when you “do all that is within you” and you still feel condemned and lost? This was both a 
theological and an existential question for Luther. It aﬀ ected his understanding of himself and his 
view of the person, as well as how he counseled people who were seeking forgiveness, consolation 
and direction. It fundamentally changed his view of both faith and works.
 Luther grappled personally and fervently with his standing before God during his time as a 
monk. In 1505, at the age of 21, he joined an Augustinian monastery in fulﬁ llment of a vow he made 
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to St. Anne for deliverance in the midst of a thunderstorm. 3 Life in the monastery was not easy one 
and the order of Augustinians that Luther joined was a conservative branch, the Observants, which 
followed Augustine’s rule stringently. It included restrictions on interactions with women, the wearing 
of the habit, seeking permission to leave the monastery’s grounds, communal meals, and worship. 4 
Luther was very conscientious in his attempts to meet the requirements of the order and hence be 
assured of his salvation. He wrote that:
I was a good monk, and I kept he rule of my order so strictly that I may 
say that if ever a monk got to heaven by his monkery, it was I. All my 
brothers in the monastery myself know me will bear me out. If had kept 
on any longer, I should have killed myself with vigils, prayers, reading, 
and other work.5
 But, regardless of all his eﬀ orts he never believed that he was doing enough to please God or that 
his salvation was assured. He agonized over and feared the wrath of God against sinful human beings. 
Biographers describes the intellectual and spiritual struggle in vivid terms; Luther’s own words are 
descriptive: 
I tried to live according to the Rule with all diligence and I used to be 
contrite, to confess and number oﬀ  my sins, and often repeated my 
confession, and sedulously performed my allotted penance. And yet my 
conscience could never give me certainty, but always doubted and said. 
“You did not perform that correctly. You were not contrite enough. You 
left that out of your confession.The more I tried to remedy an uncertain, 
weak and aﬄ  icted conscience with the traditions of men, the more each 
day found it more uncertain, weaker 
and more troubled. 6
     
 Luther’s reﬂ ections and fears about his relationship with God have been described as Anfechtung
（Gr）, a combination of terror, fear, conscience, and spiritual conﬂ ict with theological and psychological 
undertones. While it may have been especially frequent in these early years, Luther struggled with it 
periodically the rest of his life. He described this eﬀ ort in cosmic in which he struggled with the Devil 
when doubt and anxiety would overcome him. 7
 In the midst of this personal turmoil, Luther continued his work as monk, priest, and scholar. He 
read theology and prepared for his ordination in 1507 and, in the following 10 years, taught in Erfurt 
3 Heiko Oberman declares that it was fear for his salvation（Hieko A. Oberman, Luther: Man Between God and the 
Devil, trans. Eileen Walliser-Schwarzbart（Yale University Press, 1990; reprint, New York: Doubleday, Image, 1992）, 
127）
4 Oberman, 130.
5 Quoted from Bainton, 34.
6 Oberman, 128.
7 Oberman, 175-179.
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and Wittenberg and participated in the politics of the Augustines. 8 He traveled to Rome in 1507 as a 
representative of his order to argue before the Prior General regarding unifying a number of local 
monasteries under the leadership of one Vicar General. 9 During his time in Rome in Rome he found 
much that troubled him, from the sacrilegious behavior of the priest during Mass to the lavish 
lifestyle of church leaders. 10 He questioned the eﬃ  cacy of the plenary indulgence he received at the 
end of the many acts of contrition he completed, that of climbing the stairs of the Lateran Palace on 
his knees, reciting a Pater Noster（Our Father）on each step. 11 
 When he returned to Wittenberg from Rome, his superior, Jonann von Staupitz, watched and 
counseled the young man, ﬁ nally insisting that he study for his doctorate in Bible, take up preaching 
and eventually become a professor of the Bible. Roland Bainton, a respected Luther scholar, speculates 
that Staupitz knew that Luther would ﬁ nd and accept the answers he was seeking in the texts of 
Scripture, rather than in the theology he was reading, the acts of contrition he was questioning, and 
monastic life that Luther found spiritually unfulﬁ lling. 12 In addition, putting this obviously talented and 
bright monk to work as a scholar would assist Staupitz, Wittenberg Universtity, and Luther himself. 13
Luther and Justifi cation
 The reading, studying, lecturing, and preaching in these years（1505-1519）shaped Luther’s 
theology and laid the groundwork for many of his theological insights, including justification and 
vocation. 14 Traces of Luther’s struggle with God’s justice and righteousness can be found in his early 
lectures on the Book of Psalms, Romans, Galatians, and Hebrew. 15 After years of struggle, study and 
reflection, Luther had experienced a breakthrough. Now, he understood that the justice or 
righteousness of God “was not something that God did against sinners, it was something God gave to 
Christians.” 16 Luther’s struggle with the phrase, “justice of God”（also translated righteousness of God 
or justification）, was long and intense. Influenced by the scholastic theology of his day that 
interpreted the justice of God as a retributive justice, based on a stringent set of rules and law（Ten 
Commandments）, which results in punishment, as judge might do in a court of law, he could not 
understand how else a person could be justistiﬁ ed before God. 17 According to scholastic theology, a 
person could never do enough or be perfect enough to be assured of complete forgiveness. 18 When 
Luther re-interpreted justice as justiﬁ cation, he understood God’s justice in a diﬀ erent way; God did 
the justifying as a gift of grace through faith. The person passively received the gift of grace, won for 
them by the person and work of Jesus Christ.
 It was not an attribute of God but a gift to humanity, given out of God’s grace and love through 
8 Bainton, 52-53
9 For further information about this period in Luther’s life, see Oberman, 140-142.
10 Oberman, 146-150
11 Marius, 83.
12 Bainton, 45.
13 Ibid.
14 Marius, 94.
15 These lecture took place between 1513 and 1518. See Oberman 161-168.
16 Marius, 193.
17 Bainton, 49.
18 Lindberg, European Reformations, 60.
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Jesus Christ. 19 For Luther, God was no longer an angry and wrathful God; tallying up the sins of 
people and ﬁ nding them consistently unable to meet God’s demands for perfection. Instead, God was a 
loving and merciful Father, who through Christ, forgave and imputed the sins of people in a blessed 
exchange. 20
 The justice of God, for Luther, changed from a retributive form of justice, where satisfaction 
must be made for past sins, to “justiﬁ cation by faith,” which a sinner received as a loved child of God 
through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Holding faithfully to his Augustinian tradition, 
Luther believed that people, on their own, were incapable of doing what God expected of them. 21 
Therefore, a person could not merit or earn salvation or forgiveness before God; it was only through 
the gift of faith in Jesus Christ that this was possible.
    
Luther’s View of Faith
 Luther’s understanding of justiﬁ cation by grace through faith shifted the focus of the Christian 
life from worry and fear about one’s eternal destiny（never being able to do enough to please God）to 
living out one’s relationship with God based in the gospel of Jesus Christ and God’s promises of 
salvation found in the Scriptures. The freedom to live as a forgiven and loved child of God brought its 
own responsibilities, including a diﬀ erent understanding of faith, good works, and vocation. As Luther 
worked out the relationship between faith, good works, and vocation he argued against the unique 
status of those who followed vows of obedience, poverty, and chastity as a means of salvation or to 
gain merit before God. Instead, Luther focused on the faith, life, and work of the ordinary Christian as 
vocation.
 Like so much of Luther’ theology, his concept of faith, which was key to his understanding of 
justification and how justification was appropriated by the person, developed over time and in 
conversation with the issues and conﬂ icts of his day. Justifying faith was the sure conﬁ dence in the 
grace of God promised us. In one of his 1522 sermons, Luther described faith this way, “Faith…is a 
ﬁ rm trust [ﬁ diucia] that Christ, the Son of God, stands in our place and has taken all our sins upon his 
shoulders and that he is the eternal satisfaction for our sin and reconciles us with God the Father.” 22 
 Respected historical theologian, Jaroslav Pelikan, warns that, “a faith that was capable of taking 
hold of grace and reconciliation in such a way likewise must be correctly deﬁ ned and understood.” 23 
Because Luther’s view of faith was diﬀ erent from the commonly held understandings of his time, and 
was critically important to his understanding of justiﬁ cation, it needed to be clearly articulated. It was 
more than a theological virtue, as described in Augustine’s text, “Faith, Hope, and Love”, and further 
defined and analyzed by medieval theologians. 24 It was more than mere historical knowledge or 
acknowledgement of God’s existence. It was a personal and life giving relationship with Jesus Christ, 
a believing “in” for one’s self rather than a believing “about”, that was significant in Luther’s 
19 Rupp, 127.
20 Luther explained this concept in his treatise, “Freedom of a Christian,” when he compared faith in Christ to a mar-
riage in which the soul is the bride and Christ is the bridegroom, using Ephesians 5: 31-32 as his Scriptural reference.
21 See Martin Luther, “Bondage of the Will,” in Marius,195.
22 Timothy F. Lull, ed., Martin Luther: Basic Theological Writings（Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1989）, 436.
23 Jaroslav Pelikan, 153.
24 See Ozment, 242-243.
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understanding of faith. 25
 Paul Althanus, a renowned Luther scholar, gives this description of Luther’s understanding of 
faith:
Faith is the only way in which Christ can give himself to me. Only the 
Christ who is appropriated in faith [ﬁ des appehensiva], that is, the Christ 
who lives in my heart through faith is my righteousness. Christ is no 
only the “object” of faith but is himself present in faith. Through faith 
Christ is present with and in a man. The believing Heart holds fast to 
Christ just as the setting of a ring grips the jewel; We have Christ in 
faith. 26
       
 Pelikan notes that Luther, in opposition to scholarstic theology, was unwilling to separate the 
“imputation of faith as righteousness…from Christ as its object and content.”
 27 Pelikan quotes Luther. 
“Observe, faith is not enough, but only that faith which hides under the wings of Christ and glories in 
his righteousness.” 28 He goes on to quote Luther again,”…. the holy apostle（Paul）has the practice 
that he always connects faith to Jesus Christ.” 29 Althaus and Pelikan on account of Christ or that we 
become righteous on account of faith in Christ.” 30
 With Christ as the center of one’s relationship with God, Luther spoke frequently and eloquently 
of the personal aspect of faith- a changing of one’s heart by the Spirit of God, which brings about 
many other changes in the life of the Christian. In his “Preface to Romans”（1522）he wrote:
Faith is not something dreamed, a human illusion, although this is what 
many people understand by the term. Whenever they see that it is 
not followed either by an improvement in morals or by good works, 
while much is still being said about faith, they fail into the error of 
declaring that faith is not enough, that we must do “works” if we are 
to become upright and attain salvation. The reason is that, when they 
hear the gospel, they miss the point; in their hearts, and out their own 
resources, they conjure up an idea which they call “belief”, which they 
treat as genuine faith. All the same, it is but a human fabrication, an 
idea without a corresponding experience in the depth of heart. It is 
therefore ineﬀ ective and not followed by a better kind of life. Faith, 
however, is something God eﬀ ects in us. It changes us and we are 
reborn from God, John [ : 13] . Faith puts the old Adam to death and 
makes us quite diﬀ erent men in heart, in mind, and in all our powers; 
25 Jaroslav Pelikan points out the intimate and important connection for Luther, of believing in Christ and Christ’s work 
for oneself, which is expressed in Luther’s explanation of the Apostle’s Creed in his Small Cathchism（Pelikan, 155）.
26 Paul Althaus, Theology, 231.
27 Pelikan, 154.
28 Ibid.
29 Ibid.
30 Althaus, Theology, 231 and Pelikan, 154.
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and it is accompanied by the Holy Spirit. O, when it comes to faith, 
what a living, creative, active, powerful thing it is. It can not do other 
than good at all times. It never waits to ask whether there is some good 
work to do, Rather, before the question is raised, it has done the deed 
and keeps on doing it. A man not active this way in a man without faith. 
He is groping about for Faith and searching for good works, but knows 
neither what faith is Not what good works are. 31
Relationship between Faith and Works
 In his “Treatise on Good Works”（1520）, Luther argues that faith is the ﬁ rst good work, without 
it there was no such thing as a “good work” 32 He challenged the generally accepted view of faith, one 
that did not necessarily engage the person personally and existentially, by explaining faith as a 
personal relationship with the one true God. Using the Ten Commandments as his framework, he 
explained the ﬁ rst commandment（and his view of faith）this way:
Now this is the work of the ﬁ rst commandment, which enjoins, “Thou 
shalt have no other gods. “This means, “Since I alone am God, thou shalt 
place all thy conﬁ dence, trust, and faith in me alone and in no one else.” 
For you do not have a god if you [ just] call him God outwardly with your 
lips, or worship him with the knees or bodily gestures; but [only] if you 
trust him with your heart and look to him for all good, grace, and favor, 
whether in works or suﬀ ering, in life or death, in joy or sorrow. As the 
Lord Jesus Christ said to the heathen woman in John4 [ : 24] , “I say to 
you, whoever wants to worship God must worship him in spirit and in 
truth.” And this faith, this trust, this conﬁ dence from the heart’s core is 
the true fulﬁ lling of the ﬁ rst commandment. 33
 
 A faith relationship that encompassed knowledge of the basic tenets of the Christian faith, as 
written in the Scriptures and interpreted through the lens of justiﬁ cation, and a personal and trusting 
conﬁ dence in Jesus Christ expressed in one’s life, necessitated a re-thinking of “good works” and one’s 
Christian vocation. What was the role of “good works” in the life of the Christian as Luther envisioned 
it? How did this kind of faith relationship and understanding of good works affect the generally 
accepted view of vocation that was perceived as primarily monastic in nature?
 In contrast to the medieval church’s understanding of “good works” as activities performed “in a 
state of grace…in order to attain eternal life” and motivated by caritas（charity or love）, Luther 
taught that good works were good because they came about as a result of one’s faith relationship 
with God. 34 First came one’s faith in the saving work of Jesus Christ, the justifying faith discussed 
earlier, that was personal and transformative. Luther believed that a person of faith,
31 Luther, “Preface to the Epistle of St. Paul to the Romans,” in Dillenberger, 23-24.
32 Luther, “Threatise on Good works,” LW 44: 23.
33 LW44: 30.
34 Oxford Encychopedia of the Reformation（1996）, s. c. “Good Works”.
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Without being driven, willingly and gladly seeks to do good to everyone, 
Serve everyone, suﬀ er all kinds of hardships, for the sake of the love 
and glory of the God who has shown him such grace. It is impossible, 
indeed to separate works from faith, just as it is impossible to separate 
heat and light from ﬁ re. 35
 Luther also used the analogy of fruit trees to explain the relationship between faith and works. 
Just as, 
a good tree cannot bear evil fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good fruit 
[Matt. 7: 18]” …so a man must ﬁ rst be good or wicked before he does a 
good and wicked work, and his works do not make him good or wicked, 
but he himself makes his works either good or wicked. 36
        
 It was not works that made a person righteous or created faith, it was faith that made works 
good. In “The Treatise on Good Works”, Luther wrote, “faith alone makes all other good, acceptable, 
and worthy because it trust God and never doubts that Everything man does in faith is well done in 
God’s sight.” 37      
Good Works in Service to God and Neighbor
 Luther taught that good works were not done to make a person more worthy of God, to earn 
forgiveness, or to prepare a person for faith. In the paper, “The Freedom of a Christian”（1520）, 
Luther described at great length some of the ideas he had about good works. They were done 
because they pleased God and brought God glory. 38 They were not done for reward or recognition 
but rather in service to God and neighbor. 39 Luther wrote:
Here faith is truly active through love [Gal. 5: 6] , that is, it ﬁ nds expression 
in works of the freest service, cheerfully and lovingly done, with which 
a man willing serves another hope of reward; and for himself he is 
satisﬁ ed with the fullness and wealth of his faith. 40
Later, in the same paper, Luther explained:
Just as our neighbor is in need and lacks that in which we abound, so we 
were in need before God and lacked his mercy. Hence, as our heavenly 
Father has in Christ freely come to our aid, we also ought freely to 
help our neighbor through our body and its works, and each one should 
become as it were a Christ to the other that we may be Christs to one 
35 Luther, “Preface to the Epistle of St. Paul to the Romans” in Dillenberger, 24.
36 Luther, “Freedom of a Christian” in Dillenberger, 69-70.
37 Luther, “Treatise on Good Works, “ LW 44: 26.
38 Luther, “Freedom of a Christian” in Dillengberger, 62.
39 Ibid., 73.
40 Ibid., 74.
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another and Christ may be the same in all, that is, that we may be truly 
Christians. 41
   
 Good works were those activities that provided for a person and his family, so that one was not 
idle or useless in the community. 42 This idea of contributing to society and family life was a part of 
Luther’s developing understanding of vocation. Vocation, in Luther’s though was not limited to those 
who took the monastic vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, performed pious works, or attempted 
to live a holy life. Rather, vocation was to be lived in a loving faith relationship with God and in 
service to neighbor.
Good Works and the Church
 Luther had little use for the good works of his day: indulgences, masses for the dead, worship of 
the saints, pilgrimage and the like. He argued against them as essentially useless before God in 
assuring forgiveness of sins or eternal life. Instead, he saw them as tools of the church to keep people 
in fear of their eternal souls and as a means of proﬁ ts to support the elaborate political and social life 
of the medieval church.43  The good works that Luther encouraged were those that supported the 
family and society（unlike many monastic and clerical practices）and strengthened one’s faith
（worship, prayer and study of the Scripture）. 44 Luther was hold to say that living one’s life in which 
one could come closer to God. 45  
 In arguing against many of the good works of the monastic and clerical traditions, Luther lifted 
up the 
…. Christian burger or peasant who believes in Christ with a true and 
pure faith and practices the genuine, ancient good works commanded 
by God in Holy Scripture such as humility, gentleness, patience, chastity, 
and faithfulness toward his neighbor, industry, and application to his 
work, oﬃ  ce, calling, and station… 46
 He believed that the living out of one’s faith in Jesus Christ（justiﬁ ed faith）through everyday 
activities expressed one’s call to faith by God that was personal and motivated by God’s grace. Luther 
taught that, by virtue of one’s faith and baptism, all were kings and priests before God. But he quickly 
explained that this was true only in a spiritual sense. In a practical sense, temporal power remained 
with prices and kings, but the power of faith could overcome suﬀ ering, oppression, and cruelty. As 
priests, Luther argued that people could pray for themselves and teach one another rather than 
relying on the church to do this for them. In another caveat, Luther cautioned that not all should do 
this publicly but only when called to do so by eh community of faith. 47 Further, he wrote:
41 Ibid., 76.
42 Ibid., 69.
43 Luther, “To The Christian Nobility,” LW44: 139ﬀ .
44 Luther, “One the Councils and the Church,” LW41: 124, 139.
45 Luther. “Treatise on Good Works,” LW 44: 51.
46 Luther, “One the Councils and the Church,” LW41: 124.
47 Luther, “To The Christian Nobility,” LW44: 128-130.
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. . . . there is no true, basic diﬀ erence between laymen and priests, princes 
and bishops, between religious and secular, expect for the sake of oﬃ  ce 
and work, but not for the sake of status. They are all the spiritual estate, 
all are true priests, bishops and popes. 48
 If people could pray, teach and learn for themselves about the great gift of the gospel of Christ 
and the new relationship with God that it created, it follows that there was little need for the 
structure of the church as it existed in Luther’s time. The power of the church and its clerical 
structure was condemned for its abuses and excesses, and lack of focus on the essentials of faith as 
Luther understands them. 49
 For Luther, the truly Christian life, and one’s vocation, was based on one’s faith relationship with 
God, centered in Jesus Christ, and shown in service to one’s neighbor. Luther believed that a person’s 
faith relationship with God came about when one was called by the Gospel to faith through the Word. 
Luther taught that faith came from hearing the word of God, and one heard the word of God in the 
church, through personal study of the Scriptures, and in conversation with other Christians. 50
 In the next section, I expand my discussion of Luther’s concept of vocation from its core 
conviction of justification by grace through faith, expressed in service to God and others, to the 
broader canvas of the relationship between God and God’s creation.
Creation and Providence
 The relationship between God, God’s creation, and Christian vocation in Luther’s thought was 
closely tied to Luther’s understanding of faith. As I discussed earlier, for Luther faith in God was 
more than historical knowledge or acknowledgement of God’s existence. It was a personal and life 
transforming faith centered in Jesus Christ. 51 According to Luther, Christian faith also included 
knowledge; knowledge of the true God and the work of each person of the Trinity, among other 
concepts. Luther encouraged Christians to study the basics of the Christian faith so that they could 
more fully understand their relationship with God and each other in light of the gospel message.
 In Luther’s theology, the person’s relationship with God changed after the person became a 
believer in Christ. Since it was in Christ that God was revealed in a new way Both personally and 
theologically, a person’s relationship with God was determined by their relationship with Christ. 52 For 
Luther, understanding one’s relationship with God as a forgiven sinner was signiﬁ cantly diﬀ erent from 
relying on works or accomplishments or some other means.
 Not only did Luther redeﬁ ne faith as personal and transformative, he argued that it was also 
revelatory. He taught that it was only in Jesus Christ that God was fully revealed. Faith, given by 
God, allowed people to grasp the enormity of God’s self revelation in Jesus Christ. Luther argued that 
believing in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior was just the beginning of the Christian’s knowledge of 
48 Luther, “To The Christian Nobility,” LW44: 129
49 Luther, “On the Councils and the Church,” LW41: 143-178.
50 Luther, “Freedom of a Christian” in Dillenberger, 54-55.
51 Luther recognized that there was a general or natural knowledge of God that he believed was inherent in all people. 
But this general knowledge was limited and incomplete. It was only in Christ, Luther believed, the saving or justiﬁ ed 
faith was possible. All other knowledge of God was inadequate and a form of idolatry（LW27: 88）
52 Pelikan, 166-167.
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the Triune God. It was in the concrete, historical person of Jesus Christ that God revealed God’s self, 
according to Luther, in the incarnation of Jesus Christ, the almighty and inﬁ nite God came into our 
world. 53
 Knowing God through Jesus Christ, in Luther’s theology, opened the door to knowing “who the 
real God is.” 54 The “real God” was revealed in Jesus Christ, no in human reason or philosophy. God, 
shown in Jesus Christ, was a God of love and mercy, deeply concerned with the care and salvation of 
the created world. 
 According to Luther, the Christian had an important place in how God cared for creation. 
Traditionally understood as “providence” In theology, God’s care for creation is usually divided into 
three components: governing, concurrence and preservation. Luther emphasized that God worked 
through people to accomplish God’s will for creation and to care for all of creation. People were the 
masks of God, the channels through which God’s blessings ﬂ owed. 
 Luther argued that God worked through both believers and non-believers but it was the 
Christian who in faith believed that God was at work accomplishing God’s will through entire 
creation. 55 Christians, by faithfully living out their vocations as ordinary citizens in the family and 
society, were contributing to God’s providence through God’s governance and preservation of creation. 56 
Luther taught that the vocation of the ordinary person was necessary for the well-being of the 
neighbor, society and creation because God worked through the “station” or “oﬃ  ce” of the person. 
Creation ex nihilo
 Luther believed that God the Creator was intimately and personally involved in God’s creation 
from the very beginning of time. Along with the church fathers, Luther believed that God created 
from nothing（ex hihilo）; that God existed before anything was created. Luther did not believe that 
God walked away from creation, as some philosophers taught. Instead, he argued that God was 
actively involved on a continuous basis, sustaining and preserving creation. Luther believed that 
without God to sustain it the world would stop functioning. 57
 God’s personal and immediate involvement in creation, shaped Luther’s understanding of vocation 
and inﬂ uenced how Luther understood redemption. There are several parallels between God’s loving 
involvement in creation and God’s loving activity in salvation through Christ. Luther believed that 
God created out of love and redeemed the sinful person out of love. 58 Noted Luther scholar, Paul 
Althaus, argues that creation ex nihilo mphasizes,
. . . . . the way in which God works men’s salvation. In this too God created 
everything out of nothing. He takes the man who is nothing before Him 
and clothes him with the worth of the righteous man. 59
53 Bainton, 48.
54 Althaus, Theology, 16.
55 Gary Badcock, The Way of Life（Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmanns Publishing Co.,1998）: 37.
56 Lennart Pinomaa, Faith Victorious, trans., Walter J. Kukkonen（Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1959）, 172.
57 See Althaus, Theology, 106.
58 Pinomaa, 170 and 176.
59 Althaus, Theology, 119.
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 Luther also taught that God, out of love, gave people the gift of faith through the work of the 
Holy Spirit. Luther wrote:
For in all three articles God himself has revealed and opened to us the 
most profound depth of his fatherly heart and his pure, and unutterable 
love. For this very purpose he created us, so that he might redeem us 
and make us holy, and moreover, having granted and bestowed upon us 
everything in heaven and on earth, he has also given us his Son and his 
Holy Spirit, through whom he brings us to himself. 60
 As a beliver, a person lived a faithful life in his or her vocation in thankful response to the love of 
God shown in creation and salvation in Christ.  
                      
Relationship between the Creator and People
 The loving relationship between God the creator and God’s people, mediated through Jesus 
Christ, is described in Luther’s explanation of the Apostle’s Creed found in his Large Catechism. 
Luther articulated six important points about the relationship between God and people in his 
explanation of the ﬁ rst article. 
 First, he drew a clear line between God the creator and people as God’s creatures. 
I hold and believe that I am God’s creature,that is, that he has given me 
and constantly sustains my body, soul, and life…… 61
 Second, Luthre believed that God provided everything a person need for life, physically, 
spiritually, intellectually, and emotionally.
Besides he makes all creation help provide the beneﬁ ts and necesstities 
of life, he gives all physical and temporal blessings-good government, 
peace and stability… 62     
 The loving God looked after people in all aspects of life and carefully considered their needs in 
relationship to God and to neighbor. 
 Third, Luther taught that people could not take credit for what they had because of the risk of 
usurping God’s role of creator and provider.
Thus we learn from this article that none of us has life- or anything 
else that has been mentioned here or can be mentioned-from ourselves, 
nor can we by ourselves preserve any of them, however small and 
unimportant. All this is comprehended in the word “Creator”. 63
60 Ibid.
61 LC, The Apostle’s Creed, 13-19, in B.C 2000: 432-433.
62 LC, The Apostle’s Creed, 14-16 in B.C 2000: 432-433.
63 L.C, The Apostle’s Creed, 16, in B.C 2000: 433.
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 Once again, Luther emphasized who was in in control of the world, and it was not the church or 
the individual. Ultimately, it was God who provided and cared for creation; humanity need to 
recognizes this reality and respond appropriately. 
 Fourth, Luther believed that God was the creator, guardian, and defender of life against evil and 
misfortune.
“Moreover, we also confess that God the Father has given us not only 
all that we have and what we see before our eyes, but also that he daily 
guards that defends us against every evil and misfortune, warding oﬀ  
all sorts of danger and disaster.” 64
 Fifth, Luther made clear that the focus was on God and what God has done for people, not what 
they had done for God. God created, provided, and preserved humanity out of grace and love as a 
heavenly Father, according to Luther.
            
All this he does out of pure love and goodness, without our merit, as a 
kind father who cares for us so that no evil may befall us. 65
              
 Luther reiterated his fundamental theological insight of justiﬁ cation by grace through faith in this 
statement with the emphasis on what God has done and not on the merit of the individual.
 Finally, Luther emphasized the response of God’s people as one of love, praise, and thankfulness. 
Hence, because everything we possess, and everything in heaven 
On earth besides, is daily given, sustained and protected by God, it 
inevitably follows that we devote all these things to his service, as he 
has required and enjoined in the 10 commandments. 66
 Living a faithful life, ﬁ lled with praise and thanksgiving in response to God’s love shown in God’s 
creation and providence was one of the ways Luther characterized vocation. 
Law and Gospel
 Another important aspect of God’s creation and its relationship to vocation in Luther’s thoughts, 
was the relationship between God’s law and Gospel’s gospel. Not only did Luther believe in creation ex 
nihilo but he also believed that at creation God’s divine law was written on the hearts of people. 
According to Luther, this law was distorted and broken in the sin and fall of Adam and Even. Luther 
believed that after the fall, God’s law could only be fulﬁ lled in Christ and its function changed. The 
law had two components in Luther’s thought, a secular and or civil use and theological or spiritual 
use. The first use, to curb sin and allow for a civil society, was maintained through the offices, 
stations, and orders of Luther’s general social model, especially the temporal government. The second 
64 LC, The Apostle’s Creed, 17, in B.C 2000: 433.
65 Ibid.
66 LC. The Apostle’s Creed, 19, in BC2000: 433.
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use of the law showed God’s will for people; perfection, holiness, and a perfect heart. Luther believed 
that the Sermon on the Mount expressed this aspect of God’s will. God demanded perfection and 
holiness; sinful people could not meet that demand. The law, in this sense, was properly used to bring 
people to a realization of their own sin, their inability to meet God’s demands and turn them to the 
gospel for salvation. For Luther, it was only through faith in the gospel, the good news of Jesus 
Christ, that a person could be made righteous before God. 
 Gustaf Wingren, among others, argues that vocation, in Luther’s thought, belongs under creation 
and the law, rather than gospel, because it doesn’t, in itself, bring about one’s salvation. 67 That is, one’s 
salvation is not dependent on one’s works but rather on one’s faith. Living in one’s vocation, in the 
world, fulﬁ lling the demands of daily life and serving the neighbor, Luther taught, turned the person 
toward God for forgiveness, strength and guidance.
Station and Offi ces
 Understanding one’s place in the world and in God’s plan as a redeemed child of God provided an 
important context for how a person lived one’s Christian vocation. If, as Luther believed, God was 
continuously at work in creation, and people were one of the means through which God worked, it 
was important that people worked faithfully and well in their individual callings as parents, servants, 
princes, children and the like, rather than seeking a different life in the monastery or penitential 
practices. 68 Luther argues that not only Christian vocation as response to the gift of faith but it was 
also part of God’s overall plan and will for creation. 69
 This broadened idea of vocation, that included all the roles of society, directly challenged the 
specialized vocations of priests, monks, and other clerics. It broke down the two tiered system of 
Luther’s day by declaring that vocation was the Christian work on earth. 70 Luther wrote on this 
concept in many diﬀ erent places including his commentaries on Genesis, Psalms, and various treatises. 71 
In his interpretation of 1 Corinthians7: 20, he made the connection between vocation and “station.” 72 
Everyone, Christian or no, had at least one, and usually several “station” such as ; husband, wife, child, 
prince, merchant, servant, farmer, musician and the like. Luther believed that the Christian was called 
to serve in these “station” and thus fulﬁ ll God’s plan for creation.
 Gustaf Wingren, in his classic work, Luther on Vocation, comments:
A vocation is a “station” which is by nature helpful to others if it be 
followed. It is important to emphasize the fact that vocation is not 
conﬁ ned to an occupation, but includes also what Betchke calls biological 
orders: father, mother, son, daughter. Every attempt to diﬀ erentiate 
between the sphere of home,where personal Christian love rules, and 
the sphere of oﬃ  ce, where the more impersonal rules of vocation hold 
sway, immediately runs afoul of Luther’s terminology. The life of home, 
67 Gustaf Wingren. Luther on Vocation, 93-132.
68 LC, The Then Commendmants, 144, in BC2000: 406.
69 LC, The Lord’s Prayer, 52, in BC 2000: 447.
70 Bainton, 156, 180-181.
71 Luther, “Lectures on Genesis,” LW3: 62, 128, 130 ; Luther, “Lectures on Psalms,” LW 13: 368.
72 Wingren, Luther on Vocation, viii-x
弘前学院大学文学部紀要　第48号（2012）
― 53 ―
the relation between parents and children, is vocation, even as is life in 
the labor, the relation between employer and employee. In anything that 
involves action, anything that concerns the world or my relationship 
with my labor, there is nothing, Luther holds, that falls in a private 
sphere lying outside of station, oﬃ  ce, or vocation. It is only before God, 
i.e., in heaven, that the individual stand alone. In the earthly realm man 
always stands in relatione, always bound to another. From this it is clear 
that every Christian occupies a multitude of oﬃ  ces at the same time, not 
just one: the same man is, for instance, father of his children, husband 
of his wife, master of his servants, and oﬃ  ce holder in the town hall. 73
          
 Luther believed God had established these “divine stations and orders” as a part of God’s plan for 
the governing of creation. 74 Luther saw these various stations as being equal in importance before 
God but with diﬀ erent responsibilities to society and the neighbor. Paul Althaus, makes the point that 
these stations were not the same as “social standing, position, rank and class”. 75 Faithfully fulﬁ lling 
these roles meant that one was following God’s call and command. 76
 Further, it was in one’s vocation that the person, “has the duty of serving God and man. . . . .and 
fulﬁ lling the law of his station.” 77 Besides the law of common sense or natural reason, and basic duties 
of the station, Luther believed that the law of God, summarized in the Ten Commandments, gave the 
Christian the necessary direction to carry out his or her station in a God pleasing manner. Luther 
frequently argued that by doing what one’s vocation demanded, a person would stay busy and 
productive doing God’ will without having to seek any other extraordinary or pious work. 78
General Social Order
 The stations were part of Luther’s concept of the general social order that he believed had been 
established by God. 79 They were organized into three orders or estates; the church, the family, and 
civil society, which formed the basic framework through which God worked in creation. 80 Luther 
believed God had designed these structures to allow for the care of creation and living the Christian 
life in peace and security. However, like so much of Luther’s thought, these concepts were revisions 
and responses to the issues of his day. 
The Church
 His view of the church was primarily theological and challenged the institutional church of his 
time and its power. Luther came to strongly oppose the pope and the hierarchy of the church, 
declaring that they had usurped as head of the church, creating a non-biblical organization that head 
73 Ibid, 5.
74 Ibid, 3.
75 Althaus, Ethics, 38. 
76 Kolden, “Ministry and Vocation,” 196.
77 Althaus, Ethics, 38.
78 Ibid., 39.
79 Ibid., 43.
80 Ibid., 36.
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lost sight of its primary function of preaching the Gospel and administering the Sacraments. 81 Luther 
emphasized that the church was not a building（Kirche）as was commonly understood in his time but 
a community of saints（ecclesia）. 82 Being a member of the church was more than attending worship 
or participating in the many rituals of church, it meant believing for one’s self in the death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. 83 As a believer, the Christian had a responsibility to the community, to 
participate regularly in worship and study, as well as carrying out one’s vocation faithfully in the 
world. 84 
 This faith community was established by the Holy Spirit, who created faith in the hearts of 
people through the preaching of God’s Word. 85 Luther taught that those who believed in Jesus Christ 
as Lord and Savior, by the power of the Holy Spirit, were members of the true church. 86 Salvation 
came about through faith, not, as the church of the time taught, through obedience to the pope. 87 
Luther believed that the Holy Spirit created and strengthened faith through the preaching of the 
gospel and the forgiveness of sins oﬀ ered in the Word and the sacraments. 88 In Luther’s though, these 
were available only through the true church, where the Holy Spirit was at work in the hearts of 
people. 89
 The church was found where the gospel was “preached, believed, professed, and lived,” Luther 
wrote. The relationship of God’s word and the God’s people was key to Luther’s vision of the church, 
“for God’s word cannot be with God’s people, and conversely, God’s people cannot be without God’s 
word.” Luther goes on to ask, “Otherwise, who would preach or hear it preached, if there were no 
people of God? And what could or would God’s people believe, if there were no word of God?” 90
 The faith community, in Luther’s view, was limited in its scope to preaching, teaching, 
administering the sacraments, and caring for the souls of the people. This was where its focus was to 
be instead of the politics, wars, and power struggles in which it was involved in history. Pastors of 
the church were called by the congregation, to serve as shephards, not set aside as a special class 
“consecrated through a liturgical rite.” 91
Marriage and Family
 Luther believed that marriage and family provided a place for raising and training children, and 
enjoying community. 92 Marriage and family relationships were important themes in many of his 
battles with the Church and the monastic life. Marriage, Luther believed, was the proper place to 
express love and sexuality. Luther argued against celibacy, and for marriage, on the grounds that 
81 Luther, “An Appeal to the Ruling Class of German Nationality as the Amelioration of the State of Christendom,” in 
Dillenberger, 409-410, 439-440.
82 LC, The Apostle’s Creed, 47-50, in BC2000: 436-437.
83 LC, The Apostle’s Creed, 38, in BC2000: 436.
84 Athaus, Theology, 305.
85 LC, The Apostle’s Creed 38, in BC2000: 436.
86 LC, The Apostle’s Creed 38-42, in BC2000: 436.
87 SA, The Fourth Article,” 1-16, in BC2000: 307-310.
88 LC, The Apostle’s Creedm 38-42, in BC2000” 436.
89 LW 41” 150, 152, 167.
90 Luther, “On the Councils and the Church,” LW41: 150.
91 Schwarz, 114.
92 LC, The Ten Commandments, 172-174, in BC2000: 410.
弘前学院大学文学部紀要　第48号（2012）
― 55 ―
marriage was the proper place in which the universal command, “be fruitful and multiply” was to be 
followed. Humanity was created by God and created to obey this command. It was God’s good will 
that people follow their innate nature to reproduce but it was not to be done within the institution of 
marriage. To do otherwise was to go against God. 93
 Luther believed that marriage was instituted by God and all other institutions originated from it. 94 
It, however, was not a sacrament as the church of the time taught. It did not meet all of Luther’s 
criteria for a sacrament, namely: there was no word of divine promise associated with it, faith was 
not imparted through it, and there was a no physical sign associated with it（i.e. water was used in 
Baptism, bread and wine was used in the Lord’s Supper）. It was a universal institution, one that 
existed among non-Believers and therefore was not solely a function of the church. 95 
 Luther taught that God created men and women diﬀ erently so that they could “be true to each 
other, to be fruitful, to beget children, and to nurture and bring them up to the glory of God.” 96 In one 
of his early treatises, “A Sermon on the Estate of Marriage”（1522）, Luther praised marriage as a sign 
of the union of the divine and the human natures in Christ, and Christ united with Christendom. 97
 Marriage was necessary for more than just producing children to help around the home and to 
inherit property. Marriage meant raising children “to serve God, to praise and honor him, and want 
nothing else from them.” 98 This, according to Luther, was the appointed work of parents. Not only 
were children to be raised well, so they contributed to society but they were to know and fear God. 99
 Roland Bainton, comments that marriage for Luther（especially after his own marriage to a 
former nun in 1525）became “a school of character.” He goes on to say that, for Luther, marriage and 
family replaced the monastery as “the training ground of virtue” because marriage and family 
provided many opportunities to exercise one’s “fortitude, patience, charity and humility”. 100 Luther 
frequently contrasted fullness and usefulness of married life with the barrenness and essential 
uselessness of the monastic life. 101 
 Marriage was a wonderful place to experience vocation, according to Luther. Who was your closest 
neighbor?  It was your spouse, which gave a person ample opportunity for service and prayer. 102 It was 
necessary to seek out special works of piety to show one’s true calling. In marriage and family life, 
there were plenty of ways in which one could serve God and neighbor in daily tasks.
Civil Society
 The third estate or order, a civil society, gave the necessary protection, security, peace, and 
justice for people to live without fearing for their lives or possessions. 103 Bainton comments, that 
93 Luther, “The Estate of Marriage,” LW45: 17-19.
94 SC, The Ten Commandments,207, in BC2000: 414.
95 Luther, “The Pagan Servitude of the Church” in Dillenberger, 326-327.
96 SC, The Ten Commandments, 207, in BC2000: 414.
97 Luther, “A Sermon on the Estate of Marriage,” LW44: 10.
98 Luther, “A Sermon on the Estate of Marriage,” LW44: 12.
99 LC, The Ten commandments, 168-178, in BC2000: 409-410.
100 Bainton, 234.
101 Wingren, Luther on Vocation, 32-33.
102 Wingren, Luther on Vocation, 36, 120-121.
103 Bainton, 184-185.
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“Luther’s concern was always that the faith be unimpeded.” 104 A stable society allowed for the 
preaching of the gospel, support of the poor, and the education of children. 105 To accomplish this（and 
in opposition to the church of the time）Luther encouraged Christian nobility to take a more active 
role in creation a society in which the gospel could be property preached and practiced. 106 Luther 
objected, vehemently, on many levels, to the power and inﬂ uence of the church and the way in which 
the church was involved in many political issues of the day. 107 
 He envisioned a society with good government and godly prices that would restrain human greed 
and wickedness. 108 He had no illusions about the sinfulness of people and the ways in which they 
would seek for their own gain. He relied on the concept and the ways in which they would seek for 
their own gain. He relied on the concept of godly princes and leaders to properly manage society for 
the common good. Over time, Luther made careful distinctions between the church’s responsibilities 
and society’s responsibilities in the care of people. Generally speaking, the church was responsible for 
the spiritual care of people, preaching, and teaching the gospel. The government was responsible for 
the physical care of the people, “ ..to preserve peace, to punish sin and to prevent evil…”
 109
     Luther was convinced that these orders of society were established by God to accomplish God’s 
will. 110 He identiﬁ ed speciﬁ c responsibilities that the clergy, family members, and rulers had toward 
one another. Whether one was a laborer, knight, student, or artisan, each contributed to the 
functioning of God’s world by carrying out God’s purposes through their vocations. Luther consistently 
emphasized the interdependency of these relationships and the sense of their roles in God’s plan for 
creation. One’s vocation was lived in a web of connections in which all were responsible to be in 
service to one’s neighbor for the good of all.
Two Governments
 The complexity of Luther’s understanding of vocation in relationship to creation and providence 
increases with the addition of his “Two Kingdom or Two Governments” theory of God’s rule in the 
spiritual and temporal realms. 111 In Luther’s thought, the three hierarchies- church, family, and 
society- were placed within a model of how God interacted with the spiritual and temporal 
governments. 112
 The spiritual government was most closely tied with Luther’s concept of the church, as discussed 
above. The spiritual government, as Luther developed it, had very speciﬁ c limits and responsibilities. 
It was ruled by Christ（not Pope）and needed no other law than the guidance of the Holy Spirit 
working through God’s Word（not canon law, the church hierarchy, or church tradition）. 113 Luther 
argued that no one, other than God, had authority over the souls of people. 114 The proper role of 
104 Bainton, 245.
105 Luther, “The the Christian Nobility,” LW44: 130 and 190.
106 LC, The Lord’s Prayer, 73-75, in BC 2000: 450
107 Luther, “Treatise on Good Works,” LW 44: 89-90.
108 McGrath, 144.
109 Luther, “Secular Authority,” in Dillenberger, 373.
110 Althaus, Ethics, 43. 
111 McGrath, 141.
112 Forell, Faith, 122-127.
113 Luther, “Secular Authority” In Dillenberger, 383, 391.
114 Ibid., 386.
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priests and bishops was 
not one of authority or power, but a server and an oﬃ  ce; for they are 
neighbor higher not better than other Christians. Therefore they should 
not impose any law or decree no others without God’s Word, leading 
Christians by it and overcoming heresy by its means. 115
 Christians, who by faith in Jesus Christ, were a part of the spiritual government, actually did 
more than the laws and doctrines of the temporal government demanded, in service to the neighbor, 
according to Luther. As Christians, they were guided by the Holy Spirit, Christians, who by faith in 
Jesus Christ, were a part of the spiritual government, actually did more than the laws and doctrines 
of the temporal government demanded, in service to the neighbor, according to Luther. As Christians, 
they were guided by the Holy Spirit, 
Who instructs them and causes them to wrong no one, to love one, 
Willingly and cheerfully to suﬀ er injustice and even death from 
Everyone. Where every wrong is suﬀ ered and every right is done, No 
quarrel, strife, trial, judge, penalty, law or sword is needed. 116
 So, in some ways, the Christian didn’t need the temporal government but because the world was 
made up of both believers and nonbelievers, and there were more nonbelievers than believers, Christians, 
for the sake of the neighbor, submitted to the rule of the sword（the temporal government）. 117
 The temporal, earthly, or secular government came to be associated with both the family and 
society in Luther’s thought. 118 Luther greater expanded the responsibilities of the temporal 
government and struggled to define its relationship to the church in light of the conflicts of his 
time. 119 Luther argued that the temporal government included not only the state but also marriage, 
family, business, property, vocation, and all the that supported and preserved life. 120 This greatly 
reduced the church’s inﬂ uence in society and signiﬁ cantly shifted the balance of power for earthy 
matters into the hands of the states. 121 The temporal government was responsible for restraining “the 
unchristian and the wicked so that they must needs keep the peace outwardly, even against their 
will.” 122 Luther went so far as to describe civil ruler rulers as fathers, through whom God provided 
food, house and home, protection, security, and preservation. 123 In a famous quote regarding the two 
kinds of government, Luther wrote:
God has established two kinds of government among humanity. The 
115 Ibid., 392.
116 Ibid., 369.
117 Ibid., 173.
118 Schwarz, 82, 84.
119 Luther, “Secular Authority” in Dillenberger, 392ﬀ .
120 Althaus, Ethics, 43-50.
121 Ozment, 265.
122 Luther, “Secular Authority” in Dillenberger, 370.
123 LC, The Ten Commandments, 150, in BC 2000: 407.
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one is spiritual; it has no sword, but it has the Word, by means of which 
people are to be become good and righteousness through the Word, 
which he has committed to the preachers. The other kind is worldly 
government, which works through the sword so that those who do not 
want to be good and righteous through the Word, which has committed 
to the preachers. The other kind is worldly government, which works 
through the sword so that those who do not want to be good and 
righteous to eternal life may be forced righteous in the eyes of the 
world. God administers this righteousness with eternal life, nonetheless, 
God still wishes peace to be maintained among people and rewards 
them with temporal blessings. 124
 It is important to note that God worked through both kinds of government to accomplish God’s 
will. Unlike Augustine’s distinction between a kingdom or government of God made up of believers 
and a kingdom or government of Satan made up of nonbelievers, Luther came up with a new 
combination, one in which God was at work in both and the Christian was a member of both. 
 Paul Athaus comments that:
The two governments no longer deal with two distinct and diﬀ erent 
Groups, the believers and the unbelievers; rather, both aﬀ ect the life of 
the children of God in two diﬀ erent areas of one and the same life. The 
Christian lives in both governments. He is also a citizen of the World. 125
 Hans Schwarz, and others, contend that by establishing two distinct governments, Luther prevented 
the spiritual government from being over run “by the worldliness of medieval christocracy”. 126 The gospel 
could be proclaimed by the spiritual government, unhindered by secular interests. And it prevented 
the enthusiasts from spiritualizing the world and attempting to create a “kingdom of God” in the 
present. 
 Luther came to believe that the church of his time had confused these two governments, and as 
a result there was a hopeless entanglement of spiritual and temporal interests. 127 He believed that the 
corruption, simony, nepotism, and other excesses of the church had hindered the true purpose of the 
church: to preach the gospel, oﬀ er the sacraments and care for souls.
 Luther gave new responsibilities to the secular government to aid in the creation of a safe and 
peaceful society. He called upon the princes and other governing authorities to greater steps in ruling 
thoughtfully and well so that people could live their lives peacefully and safely. The temporal estate 
was necessary to the smooth functioning of society to curb the greed and sinfulness of people through 
the use of the law and the sword. 128
 Luther argued that Christians, living under the temporal government, could serve Their 
124 LW46: 99.
125 Althaus, Ethics, 53.
126 Schwarz, 81.
127 Lohse, Theology, 319.
128 Luther, “Secular Authority” in Dillenberger, 370-373.
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neighbors in their vocation. In his treatise, “Secular Authority”, Luther described how the Christian 
ruler could perform his duties as a faithful Christian:
First, that toward God consists in true conﬁ dence and in sincere prayer; 
second, that toward his subjects consists in love and Christian service; 
third, that toward his counselors and rulers Consists in an open mind 
and unfettered judgment; fourth, that toward evil doer consists in proper 
zeal, and ﬁ rmness. Then his state is right, outwardly and inwardly, 
pleasing to God and to the people. But he must expect much envy and 
sorry, - the cross will soon rest on the shoulders of such a ruler. 129
       
 Paul Althaus and Walther von Loewenich note that Luther’s two governments interact with each 
other in four key ways:
A. They have been established by God’s purposes in creation.
B. They are diﬀ erent in their purposes ‒ the spiritual government is 
concerned with external peace and the restraint of evil.
C. They are dependent on each other ‒ the spiritual government needs the 
protection of the secular government against evil and for peace. The 
secular government needs the corrective of the spiritual government 
in determining and following God’s will in developing policies and laws.
D. They are not to be confused as the medieval church had confused 
them. 130
 By re-visioning how God worked in the world, through both the spiritual and temporal governments, 
Luther challenged Christians at all levels in society to see how God could be served in many ways 
outside of the cloister. The Christian, living as redeemed child of God, serving one’s neighbor in one’s 
vocation in everyday life, was part of an even bigger picture of the inter-relatedness of God’s creation. 
The station or oﬃ  ce in which one lived was a part of the divinely designed social order through which 
God worked, The three part social order was a part of another framework within which God worked, 
that of the temporal and spiritual governments. Each of these governments was separate and distinct 
but they were both instruments of God to carry out God’s providential plan of creation. One of their 
functions was to curb Satan and his inﬂ uence on people. 
The Two Kingdom in Eschatological Perspective
 In the Luther’s thought, the two governments ‒ spiritual and temporal-were set within a cosmic 
struggle between God and Satan. 131 Luther taught that the struggle between the kingdom of God and 
the kingdom of Satan was not equated with the conflict between the temporal and the spiritual 
governments, but took place in the eternity of time on a scale that was diﬃ  cult for people to grasp. 132
129 Ibid., 399-400.
130 Althaus, Ethics, 54-61.
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 According to Luther, the two governments, the spiritual and the temporal, both directed by God, 
curbed Satan and his influences and helped protect people. 133 However, the two governments, in 
Luther’s thought were, as Roland Bainton wrote, “both rent by the tugging of the demonic and the 
divine,” 134 The Christian life was lived in the tension of this universal conﬂ ict and required vigilance 
and faithfulness on the part of all people so that they would not be caught unawares by the Devil in 
their daily life.
 Luther believed that the Christian, while living and serving in his or her vocation, was also in a 
struggle with Satan. 135 The temptation to break God’s laws and to refuse to do what Gods 
commanded was understood by Luther to be Satan at work in the lives of people using the many 
avenues open to him in the world and the sinful self. 136 
 Luther argued that these struggles would continue throughout life until the second coming of 
Christ. Based on his interpretation of the events of his time, Luther believed that the second coming 
was not far oﬀ . 137 He re-shaped the Last Day as a “day of coming salvation” rather than a day of 
judgment based on his concept of Justiﬁ cation. 138 Christians could endure the struggles and trials of 
life because of the promise and assurance of salvation that was theirs in Christ. It was on the last day 
that this salvation would be fully revealed. 139 
 Luther saw the Christian life a journey of death, in which the person lived as a Pilgrim in this 
world, looking ahead to the next. 140 Within the expectation of the second coming, Luther encouraged 
people to live responsibly but aware that it would take divine intervention of cosmic proportions to 
fully correct all the problems of the world. 141 Donald Heiges, argues that Luther’s eschatology,
. . . .prevented him from taking a long-range view of vocation. Like, 
Paul, he had a “foreshortened” view of history. Since he Expected the 
imminent end of the world, he apparently saw no point in working out 
for either church or culture the far- reaching implications of his concept 
of vocation. 142
Luther’s View of Vocation and Religious Education
 Fifteen hundred years after Luther, People are still studying in his life and writings for insights 
and perspectives. Luther’s view of vocation is not without controversy. Luther’s view of vocation is 
not without controversy. Luther was writing in diﬀ erent age, where social mobility was limited, and 
freedom, as the Western world today understands it, was non-existent. Some have wondered if his 
ideas on vocation are so heavily inﬂ uenced by his social and historical location that they are no longer 
133 Ibid.
134 Bainton, 187.
135 Wingren, Luther on Vocation, 162.
136 Ibid., 86-90.
137 Forell, Faith, 157.
138 Schwarz, 124.
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viable. 143 He has been critiqued for his limited and rigid view of the social order. 144 Questions have 
been raised about his “concept of vocation as a religious duty.” 145 Marc Kolden identiﬁ es and responds 
to three major critiques of Luther’s view of vocation: that it reinforces static, stereotyped roles, 
gloriﬁ es suﬀ ering and self- sacriﬁ ce, and reﬂ ects Luther’s dualism. 146 
 Nonetheless, I believe that there are some fundamental aspects of Luther’s theology of vocation 
that can be reclaimed today for a Christians and seekers. As a pastor and practical theologian, Luther 
had a keen appreciation for the faith struggles of Christians in all aspects of their lives. His view of 
vocation provides important perspectives on how to integrate faith and life even now.
 In this section, I describe five key theological insights from our brief study of two major 
theological themes of Luther : justiﬁ cation by grace through faith and its relationship to works, and 
providence. These ﬁ ve insights, I believe, can contribute to a renewed sense of vocation and thereby 
provides a sense of direction and purpose for contemporary Christians and Seekers.
Vocation is Relationship with God
 The first major theological theme from Luther that can be retrieved, for a contemporary 
understanding of vocation in Christian education, is his multi-faceted understanding of faith. Faith was 
personal and transformative for Luther as was saw in his recollection of his breakthrough insight 
regarding justification by faith. It was based on the firm conviction that Jesus Christ justified 
humanity before God.
 The intimacy of a personal and heart felt relationship with God through Jesus Christ was a new 
concept for Luther and the people of his time. Faith in God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, was not 
intellectual assent to the existence of a distant entity or a set of rules to be followed. Rather, for 
Luther, it was a personal and living relationship with a loving and concerned God who created, 
maintained, and preserved the world. Faith, rather than medieval works of piety or various models of 
monastic life, formed and informed the life of the Christian. Luther believed that faith included 
knowledge of the basic teachings of the Bible about God and how one lives the Christian life. He 
believed this so strongly that he wrote the Small and Large Catechisms to instruct children, parents, 
and priests in the basics of faith.
 Faith included works and daily work, done out of a sense of praise and thanksfulness rather than 
an attempt to earn forgiveness or salvation. Christian vocation, as a living out of faith, was the daily 
work and works of the ordinary person that supported the smooth functioning and well-being of the 
family and society. People were called in their day to day work to serve God and neighbor ‒ it was 
not a specialized vocation as the church had taught for centuries. This, as Luther argued long and 
vigorously, was the true calling of the Christian life.
 Luther taught that living in the daily grind and sorrow of life forced the Christian to turn to 
prayer, study of the Bible, Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, and the community of faith for support and 
guidance. Life itself shaped and molded the Christian’s faith, as they went about their daily work, 
according to Luther. There was no better place to practice one’s faith in God and to live it than in the 
world and society in which one lived.
143 Badcock, 41-44.
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 Connecting to God on a personal and existential level is as much a challenge today as it was in 
Luther’s time. People are looking for forgiveness, peace, serenity, and direction in their lives. Many 
churches are struggling to reach out to people who are disenfranchised and disillusioned by the 
church. Much as in Luther’s time, special acts of devotion, pilgrimages, and retreats are gaining in 
popularity. The explosion of interest in mysticism, new religions, and religious practices point toward 
a restless search for meaning and fulfillment. Reclaiming Luther’s understanding of faith in Jesus 
Christ as the way to God challenges the church and people to carefully examine their own theological 
and personal frameworks of knowledge. Reﬂ ecting on a person’s understanding of God and how one 
comes to God brings into question how a person express their faith in their lives, homes, occupations, 
church and society. Luther say says that a person’s daily work supports the work of God in creation, 
and it includes the second major theological motif of Luther’s theology of vocation to be reclaimed, 
that of serving the neighbor. 
    
Vocation is Relationship with Others through Work, Love, and Service 
 The second major insight to be retrieved from Luther is the service and relationship based 
aspect of his understanding of vocation. Vocation is more than one’s career, occupation or role; it 
involved the whole person, in every aspect of life, according to Luther. Serving the neighbor, by 
carrying out one’s responsibilities faithfully, and thus fulfilling God’s plan for creation, is a unique 
emphasis in Luther’s thought. In his time, Luther argued that vocation, or a call from God, was more 
than a renunciation of the world or a fulﬁ lling of monastic vows. It also meant being Christ to one’s 
neighbor as he wrote in “Freedom of Christian”. 147 It also meant supporting one’s family so that they 
wouldn’t be a burden on society. Responsible fulﬁ llment of one’s work obligations provided for a stable 
society in which people were safe and at peace. Re-claiming serving the neighbor as a focal point of 
vocation counters the selfishness and self-centered striving, individualism, and consumerism of 
modern western society.
 There are many ways in contemporary society that people contribute to the smooth functioning 
of God’s creation. By updating the examples and showing the connections between one’s everyday life 
and God providential care for creation, people can gain a diﬀ erent perspective on their place in today’s 
world. For instance, the farmer provides sustenance for the entire world today, not just the people in 
one’s locality. The administrative assistant who makes sure that a media presentation is accurate and 
thereby assists in winning business, helps to support the families of other employees. Police and ﬁ re 
personnel who protect and serve community, and parents who raise children that contribute society, 
serve the neighbor in ways that fulﬁ ll God’s purposes for the creation.
 The relationship factor is critical to Luther’s ethos of vocation, a relationship with God through 
faith and a relationship with others through love and service. 148 It is not a patronizing relationship or 
one that sets certain individuals or groups apart but vocation, understood in this manner, recognizes 
both the different needs of society and the gifts of people that can be used in carrying out their 
individual callings. Vocation, understood this way, can be seen “as a sacred calling in the midst of the 
world wherever human need exists, even in morally ambiguous contexts.” Vocation also provides 
“..basic social structures and …a stabilizing form for life in society by requiring mutual support and 
147 Luther, “Freedom of a Christian” in Dillenberger, 76.
148 Wingren, Luther on Vocation, 33.
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by holding performance responsible to God.” 149
 Reclaiming Luther’s argument that what one does, in all areas of life, and who one is in Jesus 
Christ, supports God’s plan for the continuing preservation and governance of the world, challenges 
Christians to look carefully at their lives and creates a significant opportunity for reflection and 
discussion.
 The freedom of the Christian, won through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ comes 
with responsibilities. It means that the Christian can praise God in worship, serve the neighbor in 
prayer and daily work, grow through the study of the Scriptures, and participate in the sacraments 
without having to worry about earning one’s salvation through these practices. Rather, a Christian 
can live wholistically and integratively, assured of God’s presence in all of creation and their own 
contribution to its smooth functioning. This broad understanding of how a person contribute to 
creation, through their work and service can provide reassurance a sense of direction, and meaning to 
contemporary seekers and Christians.
Vocation Shows God at Work in Creation
 A third important theological theme from Luther is, as scholar Marc Kolden wrote, “a study 
doctrine of creation as God’s present, ongoing creative work in every moment.” 150 Luther’s view of 
creation was dynamic and powerful. He was convinced of God’s working in creation at all times. As 
Luther wrote in his explanation to the Apostle’s Creed, God’s involvement in creation is personal and 
immediate. 151 God supports creation for the sake of God’s purposes and God’s people.
 Luther was equally sure that God worked through means to accomplish God’s will. One of means 
through which God works is people. People doing their everyday work, as teachers, farmers, parents, 
engineers, janitors or presidents, support God plan for creation. Christians understand this but non-
Christians have a more diﬃ  cult time accepting the idea. Paul Althaus, argues that,
This inescapable living presence of God in all that exists is either the 
most blessed of the most terrible reality for a man, depending on what 
he knows God’s relationship to himself to be. It is never neutral but is 
always either saving or daming. 152
 Knowing the presence of God in one’s heart and one’s world can be of great comfort to the 
believer, seeking to understand their world, and knowing that in some way God is present even in the 
midst of great evil. To someone who does not believe, God, and the world, can seem arbitrary and 
unfair. The distance between God and the Person is profound, discouraging, and ultimately, eternal.
Vocation Connects Faith and Life
 Marc Kolden uses the metaphor of an anchor to describe the link between “the work and will of 
God” and life here on earth. 153 Understanding Christian vocation within the context of the doctrine of 
149 Almen, 138-139.
150 Kolden, “Vocation, Work and Identity”, 369.
151 LC, The Apostle’s Creed, 13-16, in BC 2000: 432-431.
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creation and providence provides a solid anchor in the here and now. People, in their vocation, living 
under the temporal and the spiritual Governments, serve God. Luther’s views of vocation makes it 
possible for the Christian work, and work well, in the temporal or secular world knowing that serving 
God is not limited to participation in the church and the spiritual government as medieval world 
believed. It means participation in both the spiritual and the temporal governments. The spiritual 
government provides forgiveness of sins and the power of the Holy Spirit for the support of the daily 
work of the Christian. The temporal government provides a safe and peaceful society in which the 
Gospel can be preached and one’s vocation can be lived.
 Providing for one’s family and caring for creation within the context of God’s providence connects 
one’s spirituality with the reality of life. Luther ﬁ rmly believed that a person doesn’t serve God in one 
way and the neighbor in another, they are intimately connected. He wrote:
Now you tell me, when a father goes ahead and washes diapers or 
Performs some other mean task for his child, and someone ridicules 
Him as an eﬀ eminate fool- through that father is acting in the spirit just 
describe and in Christian faith ‒ my dear fellow, you tell me, which of 
the two is most keenly ridiculing the other. God, with all his angels and 
creature, is smiling ‒ not because that the father is washing diapers, but 
because he is doing so in
Christian faith. 154
   
 Luther’s view of vocation is profoundly practical and realistic. Vocation, as love of neighbor, 
shown in service to the neighbor, broadly interpreted, allows for an appreciation for the everyday 
joys and sorrows of a person’s life. It doesn’t separate people into different spiritual classes, but 
appreciates the contribution that everyone makes toward a civil society and the community of faith.
 Finally, living one’s vocation encourages a person to be involved in the spiritual disciplines. The 
disciplines are not a means to earn merit before God, or to express a greater spiritual maturity, but 
rather as a way to practice relying on God to help people survive and thrive in the world. Luther was 
especially fond of prayer, study of God’s Word and the catechisms, Baptism and Holy Communion, 
and participation in the community of faith as important tools in Christian living. He didn’t object to 
fasting as a means of disciplining the body, but he allowed it only on a limited basis. 155 
 The classic spiritual disciplines, placed within the context of vocation, are another means to link 
faith and life. Luther argued that faith is wholistic, encompassing body, mind, and spirit. Vocation is 
equally wholistic, there is no separating the spiritual and the temporal in the person’s relationship 
with God and neighbor. These relationships are an important aspect of the person and God’s creation. 
Helping people to bridge the gap between faith and life involves a reclaiming of vocation through 
reﬂ ection and action, study and prayer, work and recreation. 
154 Luther, “The Estate of Marriage,” LW45: 40.
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